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The followina 18 not an ordiasry autobiósraphy. 1 
be “thouzht of as a collective anutoblography, for 1% 
story of many men. It should be resd tosether with 
2 companton viesce havina to do with: the 11fe of su American 
National. As w111 be seen, there are meny parallels be- 
ween the two stories. r.D na we mimht better say 
thsn parallels. The lives of the fmerican 
aná the ero mutu=alily imoinss sad intersect 
which neither 18 morz than dinmly aware.  Tach 
tosa gystem he does not understand, a.nd la 
deflect. 
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LLAMEME GUILLERMO BLANCO 


A Mexican National Tells His Story 


Call me Guillermo Blanco. 


Until last June, 1 was a farm worker in my municipio -- San Juan de 
Los Lagos, Jalisco -- all my life. When there was work, I made 6 or 7 
pesos a day. That is about 50 cents in American money. But there were 
no rains in my part of Mexico for over two years. Nobody could plant crops. 
My friends and I had no work. Many entire families were beggineg in the 
streets. I decided to try my luck as a bracero. 


My friends who had been to the United States told me it would cost 
many pesos before 1 could get a contract. I tried to borrow some money from 
a bank, but when the man from the bank saw my house»... 


«« «he wouldn't lend me any money. So 1 borrowed 1,000 pesos from a man 

we call El Enganchador in my village. That means "The Hooker." He said 
I had to pay the money back in four months, with l00 pesos interest, or 

he would have me put in jail. 


I said goodbye to my wife, my six little 
who stays with us... RSS 2 


children, and my wife's sister 
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Then 1 started hitchhiking to Empalme, where the men who are lucky are 
chosen to go to the United States. It is about 600 miles from my home. 
It took me three days to get there. 


Empalme is a little town in Sonora, near the ocean. Somebody told 
me that about 12,000 people live there, and about 25,000 men were waiting 
for contracts. I spent two or three days just standing around in the 
streets... 
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..«UFying to find out what 1 had to do to get a contract. Finally, 
somebody took me to a man they called El Lobo. He said he would help me. 
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He said he usually received 700 pesos for his services, but since he liked 
me, he would only charge me 500 pesos. He told me they would call my name 
over the loudspeaker in a few days. 


Every day l went with the other men to the Migratory Station, and 
waited outside the iron fence... 
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Many days they didn't call any names at all. Some days they would call 
only about a hundred names. Other times they would call names all day. 
When it was over each day, the ones who hadn't been called went back to 
town to wait until the next day... 


Some of the men always waited outside the gate of the Migratory 
Station, hoping for a chance to talk to the man from the Ministry of 
the Interior... S 


They had to wait until he drove out in his automobile, because there were 
soldiers with bayonets to keep them from going inside the Migratory Station... 


Á 


It was very expensive to live in Empalme. The water that came from 
the wells and faucets was too salty to drink, so we had to buy our water 
for 20 centavos a glass from water trucks that drove around the streets... 
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There were public toilets 


Empalme had a law that we couldn't sleep in the open at night, so we 
slept on the floors of people's houses for 2 pesos a night... 
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. «Or under a ramada for 1 peso a night. 
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Food was very expensive. Many of the men ate only watermelon, that 
they bought from little stands for 10 or 20 centavos a slice. Watermelon 
makes you think your stomach is full... 
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Other men ate spoiled tomatoes that had been thrown away by a cannery 
near Empalme. Others ate fish that were thrown away by Yankee tourists. 
Empalme is near Guaymas, and many Yankees come to Guaymas for fishing on 
the ocean. Several friends of mine got sick while they were waiting for 
their names to be called, and almost everyone was weak because of a lack 
of food by the time they got a contract. 


Some men supported themselves while they were waiting by setting up 
little shoe-repair stands....or barber shopS.... 


Every day, trucks would come from Ciudad Obregón and other places. 
The people driving the trucks would tell us that they needed workers for 
their ranches. They said they knew the people who ran the Migratory 
Station, and that men who worked on their ranches would have an easier 
time getting a contract. When we asked how much they would pay us, they 
said they would just give us our food. ¿Some men who were tired of waiting, 
end had spent all their money, went with them.... 


I was told later that they worked fifteen days, and then came back and got 
sent to the United States in two or three days. 


A friend of mine was even luckier. He was waiting outside the gate 
one afternoon, when the Mexican representative stopped his car and said he 
needed six men to work inside the Migratory Station. My friend and five 
other men started working the next morning at six o'clock. They worked 
about twelve hours a day. The first week they dug a cesspool... 
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...to be used instead of the slit trenches inside the Migratory Station... 


another week they put new plaster on the main building of the Station... 
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They didn't get any pay, and they had to buy the materials themselves, but 
they didn't mind too much, because right after that they got sent to the 
United States. 


Every day for three weeks 1 stood outside the iron fence, hoping my 
name would be called. One day it was called. TI ran across the field from 
the gate to the main building as fast as 1 could... 


«««Dbecause 1 had heard of some men who couldn't get through the crowd in 
time and found that their names had been crossed off the list. 


Many soldiers with rifles were standing inside the Migratory Station... 
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saw them hit several braceros with their rifle butts, because the braceros 
didn't move fast enough. 


First, some men from the Mexican government looked at our papers... 


Then some men from the United States government asked us where we came 
from and what kind of work we had done... 


Then another man from the 
United States government 
looked at our papers. 1 
don't know what he was 
looking for.... 
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Then we were told to take off our clothes, and a Mexican doctor went down 
the line looking at us. None of us liked this part.... 


Then we went into another room, and a girl asked us if we were married, 
and how old we Were, and what our address was... 


Then a man told us we were going to California to work in the vegetables, 
and that our pay would be about 70f£ an hour, American money. He said our 
contracts would be for six weeks, but if we were very good workers, our 
contracts might be extended. 
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Then he told us to wait outside until our bus got there. It didn't 
get there that day, so we came back the next morning. 
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Finally, the bus arrived... 


PORTE DE SONORA, S.A.DECO 
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Each man was given a paper 
bag just before he got on 
the bus. Inside the paper 
bag were two sandwiches. 
Many of the men gave their 
lunches to children who were 
standing there asking for 
them...» 


I was very hungry, so I started to eat one of my sandwiches. It 
was so stale and dry 1 couldn't eat it. 1 threw m lunch on the ground 
outside the bus. As we were driving away, 1 saw a little boy pick it up. 
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We drove for about six or seven hours, until we got to a town called 
Benjamín Hill. There we were taken out of the bus and put into railroad 
Cars... 


"There were about 100 or. or am men in dach car. This part of the trip took 
about 13 hours. When a man needed to go to the bathroom, he had to lean out 
the open door of the freight car. We were afraid somebody would fail off, 
but nobody did. 


There was a water barrel in my car, but it was empty. Most of us were 
quite thirsty by the time the trip was over. 
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We got to Mexicali at two o'clock in the morning. There was no place 
to g0, so we waited beside the tralin. It was very cold. Some of the men 
who had ponchos were able to keep fairly warm... 
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At six o'clock, somebody came and told.us to get in line.... 
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After a while some busges came... 


«+. and took us to the International Gate, which is two or three miles from 
the railroad station. We walked through, and then a customs inspector 
looked at our baggage. None of us had more than one extra shirt and pair 


of trousers. I don't know what he expected to find. 
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Next we were sprayed with some kind of dust that made us cough... 
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After that, we waited inside a fence... 


They took us to the Reception Center at El Centro, which is about 
eight miles from the International Gate. At the Reception Center, we had 
some blood taken from our arms. We didn't like it, but nobody said anything. 
Then we had a picture taken of our chest, and then one of our face... 


Then we went into another building and sat down on the floor and waited. 


Some of us tried to get a little sleep, because we hadn't had any sleep on 
the train the night before. 
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When it was noon, we were lined up and given some food... 
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We got mashed potatoes with chili on top, some raw cabbage, and some milk. 
It was the first food most of us had had since we left Empalme, so we ate 
it all except the raw cabbage. The milk was very good. 


After that, we waited some more. Finally, a group of us were taken 
to a long building, called Barracks ¡f11. Somebody who worked at the Reception 
Center stood up and said, "There is a man here from San Joaquin Growers. 
He wants braceros who are willing to work, and didn't come here to play. 
You will be paid according to how much you pick. The work will be picking 
peaches and tomatoes and cotton. You will pay $1.75 a day for board, and 
$1.00 a week for insurance. Everybody who wants to work, stand up, get over 
to this side of the building, and walk in front." 


A11 the men got up. They walked in front of the man from San Joaquin 
GrowerS+..+.. 


He told some of the men to get out of line and go sit down. The rest of us 
were accepted. We were taken to another building, where the contracts were 
issued. 


Some of the men never were taken to Barracks /f11. They were réjected 
because they were sick. I felt sorry for these men because 1 knew they 
didn't have any money, and I didn't 
know how they were going to get 
home or pay their debts. One of 
them told me he was going to go 
to another Reception Center and 
try to get contracted there, because 
their physical exams weren't so 
strict. Another one of these men 
was begging for money from the 
rest of us so he could pay for 
his fare back to his home in 
Estado de México... 
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The rest of us waited for the busges to come. While we were waiting, 
we were told to clean up the Reception Center... 


We saw the man from San Joaquin Growers come out and get into his Suto- 
mobile and drive away. We were interested in that because we had never 
seen an automobile like it... 


Then our busses came. My group that was going to San Joaquin Growers got 
into a blue and white bus... 


There were many other groups of braceros going to different places... 


One the way, the men who were going to San Joaquin Growers talked 
about the places some of the men had worked before. One man said that he 
had worked in the Hemet Valley, and there had been a Very good Camp... 


Another man said he had worked near Los Angeles, in a camp where all 
the barracks were painted black. He said that in the summer the barracks 
absorbed the! heat, and got so hot inside that nobody could sleep... 


Another man said he had worked for San Joaquin Growers before, and 
had been sent to a farm where the braceros slept in one side of a barn... 
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He explained that many different farms belong to San Joaquin Growers 
and there is no way of telling which of them you will be sent to. 


After about 18 hours, we got to the San Joaquin Growers headquarters. 
First of all, we were taken to a large camp inside an airport. Somebody 
said the United States Air Force owns the airport. There were about three 
hundred men sleeping in the same building... 


Tt didn't seem that there were enough toilets and washbasins and 
showers to take care of all the men... 


We all stayed in the airport camp for several days. Every day we 
got up at 1:30 in the morning. We would wait for trucks to come and take 
us to different places to work. They said it was a "labor pool." Some of 


my friends stayed there the whole time. But some of us were transferred 
to other camps. Imwas taken to a place called Mandeburg Island. On the 
way, we passed some camps 1 was glad we weren't being taken t0... 
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When we got to Mandeburg Island, we found out that it is very large. 
It is all one farm, but it is so large there are 25 or 30 different camps 
on it. First, some of my friends and l were assigned to Camp Fl... 
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It was quite new and clean. We were surprised to find there were 50 
men from Japan already there. We tried to talk to them, but we couldn't 
speak the same language, so we never did find out much about them... 


Every day on the way to work, we passed other camps on Mandeburg Island. 
One was made out of a barge»... 
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Another one was called the Filipino Camp, because men from the Philippine 
Islands used to stay there... 


After I had been on Mandeburg Island for three or four Weeks, l was 


transferred to Camp +25. Camp 4225 was made out of an old ferry boat. It 
was in the middle of a field of asparagus... 


Camp 25 was not in very good condition. We were afraid somebody 
would get hurt going up or down the stairs+... 


We didn't mind the camps so much. The main trouble was that none of 
us were used to keeping house for ourselves. Besides that, we were always 
tired at the end of the day. We did our best, but things didn't look as 
well as they would if we had had our families with us. 


We would sometimes just throw our trash outside the barracks in a 
ditch, which we would never do ordinarily... 


The one thing all of us were most interested in was the work. Some 
of the men planted and harvested parsley»... 


Some hoed sugar beets. Some picked cotton... 
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Some thinned lettuce. 


Some picked fruit.... 


There was a rumor that there was some short weighing in the cotton, 
but I don't know if it was true or not. 


On Mandeburg Island, we were lucky when it came to transportation. 
We were taken back and forth in trucks that had boxes to sit on... 


«+ « «but 1 have seen men in other places who had to stand up in trucks going 
to and from work every day. 


The food wasn't too bad... 


«+ «but my friends and 1 all thought we were paying a great deal for what 
Besides the $1.75 a day for food, we had to buy soft drinks if we 
Ten cents was taken from our pay 


we got. 
wanted anything to drink with our meals. 
each day for the Coca Cola we were given in the field... 


Some men didn't like Coca Cola, but they had to pay for it anyway. 
night, we bought our soft drinks from a machine in the mess hall. 
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There wasn't much to do in the camp whenfwe weren't working. Some 
of the men went into town for beer on Saturday nights... 


«« «but it cost $2 to go into town on a company truck, and even more in 
a taxi. 


Most of us just stayed in camp on evenings and weekends, and sat around, 
doing nothing. 


A few men played cards, but most of us didn't have the money for that. 


I have heard that in some places, braceros are allowed to have their own 
automobiles... 


«« «but we weren't. And besides, it would take us too many years to earn 
enough to buy one. By that time, we would be back in Mexico. 
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Hardly anybody came to visit any of the bracero camps 1 have stayed 
in. Most of them have signs saying "No visitors allowed", and things 
like that... 
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The only people we ever saw besides other braceros were peddlers... 
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Every once in a while, a bracero would get hurt or sick. If itwas 
bad enough, he would be taken to a doctor. 1I talked to four men at the 
airport camp who had been hurt when a truck taking them to the field had 
turned over. They were unable to work for a month, but had to keep on paying 
for their board all the time. They were worried about this. 


-36= 


I talked to other men who had received good medical treatment and 
were happy about it... 


The one thing all of us looked forward to was payday , every other 
Saturday. Some of the men signed the payroll by writing their 
NAMES...» others with their thumbprints... 


l saved all my paycheck stubs, and found at the end of my contract 
that I had made about $29 clear every two weeks, on the average... 


But I was a little bit below some of the other men, because this was my 
first contract, and it took me a while to learn how to cut asparagus and 

do the other things. I think most men in my crew made about $5 a day before 
deductions -- about $3 a day after deductions. 1 feel we were lucky on 
Mandeburg Island, because afterwards 1 found out from men who had been 

on other ranches that many of them didn't make this much. 


When the cotton harvest was over, we were taken back to the San Joaquin 
Growers headquarters, and then back to El Centro. Some of the men bought 
footlockers ¿just before they went back. Others went back with the same 
cloth shopping bags they had come to the United States with. 


When we got to the El Centro Reception Center, we stood in line 
for micas, which showed that we had worked in the United States, and hadn't 
been in any trouble. 
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The men wanted micas because they made it easier to get back into the 
United States later. After that, we were taken back across the border 
to Mexicali. 


We were given tickets to Hermosillo, which is about 150 miles below the 
border, but most of us sold them and stayed in Mexicali. All the men 1 
talked to said they were going to try to come back to the United Sta es¿/ 
There was little Luisito... 

He was going to ¡cor back because 

he hadn't made as, money as he 

expected. He was slower than 

most of the rest of us. He 

tried as hard as he could, but 

he was only able to pick about 

100 pounds of cotton a day. 


There was Jesús... 
He told me he has thirteen 
children at home in Aguas- 
calientes, and he has to 
keep coming back to the 
United States to support 
them. 


There was Humberto... 
He will have to keep 
coming back because he 
spent all his money in 
town on weekends. 


There was Felipe... 

He cut his arm on a 
cotton pod and it got 
infected. He missed so 
much work, he will have 
to come back again. 


There was Ramón.... 

He was our "baby." He 
was only 15 years old. 
He wasn't strong enough 
to work in the fields, 
so he worked in the kit- 
chen. He will be back. 


And there were Pablo, and Enrique, and Antoni0.... OÚne of them said 
to me, "The more we have, the more we want." They will all be back. 1 


wonder if 1 will see any of them again. 1 never did learn their last names... 
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I myself am going to come back and try to get another contract. 1 
have not been able to pay my debts. I had to tell my wife to borrow some 
more money to pay the first debt so we wouldn't be put in jail. Now I am 
going to try for another contract so 1 can pay the second debt. 1I hope 1 
have a good contract next time. I have heard that some braceros are able 
to pay all their debts, support their families, buy some clothes, and go 
home with money in their pockets. Luck will come to me on the next trip, 
if God is willing. I heard of one bracero who made $10 or $12 a day 
picking melons in Fresno County. 


Maybe that will happen to me, if God is willing. 
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